arly in the long history of school lunch programs, beginning when they were first established as an integral part of a child's day at school they have faced many challenges and opportunities. Even with all the progress made in our society, some of those challenges and opportunities persist today. For every new generation of leaders and children, history seems to repeat itself. However, hope and passion for children's needs, their education, and wellbeing are flames that never die and never grow old.
School Nutrition Programs: Challenges and Opportunities provides an overview of child nutrition programs operating in schools and insights into the challenges and opportunities contained in The Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010 1 (HHFKA).
The Act is best characterized as bringing the Ideal School Lunch Plan described in 1908 by Philadelphia's school lunch director, Emma Smedley, 2 to almost full circle by completing the program's architecture as she envisioned. Throughout this editorial, you will see how HHFKAincluding the publication of new rules for its implementation-presents a back to the future scenario including scratch cooking and school gardens as in the early days of school lunch programs and other elements of Emma Smedley's ideal lunch plan.
To fully comprehend the challenges and opportunities of HHFKA facing multiple partners, readers need an understanding of the past. 3 Only then can they appreciate the transitions that must take place for successful implementation of HHFKA.
Smedley's plan 2 created the architectural design for the current school nutrition program. This design created the foundation and framework, for not one program but for the 12 to 14 child nutrition programs evolving through social and economic crises in the 20th century into the second decade of the 21st century. This foundation and framework was legislated as national policy when the National School Lunch Act of 1946 (NSLA 4 ) was signed by President Harry Truman in June 1946. The NSLA contained the policy and purpose for the school lunch program and for all other child nutrition programs to be authorized later by the NSLA and the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 5 (CNA).
As we look at the challenges and opportunities of HHFKA, we are mindful that in the early days of the NSLA most meals were prepared from scratch and followed meal plans that reflected the best nutrition science of the time. School gardens were an integral part of nutrition education taught in the classroom, parents and teachers were very involved in the school lunch program, schools used foods produced locally, and schools were expected to serve the complete meal to each child-a meal designed to provide one third to one half of the child's daily food needs. It was and still is for many students the best and perhaps the only meal of the day. Then as now, the NSLA required schools to provide meals to children from low-income homes and prohibited discrimination between the paying and nonpaying child.
The HHFKA was passed with some impetus from the "Let's Move" program and First Lady Michelle Obama, along with the continuing commitment of organizations including the School Nutrition Association and the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. Social media in the 21st century gave rise to more visibility and dialogue about the role of school/child nutrition both positively and negatively in addressing current health and well-being issues-hunger, obesity, and early-onset adult diseases, such as type 2 diabetes.
The specific objectives Congress identified for HHFKA have imbedded in them . . . hope and passion for children's needs, their education, and wellbeing are flames that never die and never grow old.
some old and many new challenges and opportunities for policy makers, educators, and child nutrition leaders, managers, and operators to consider. The objectives of the HHFKA and specific provisions brought us back to the program's roots. The objectives stated in the law are to 1. Expand access to child nutrition programs to reduce hunger 2. Improve the nutritional quality of meals to promote health 3. Address childhood obesity 4. Simplify program management while strengthening program integrity
The ideal plan envisioned by Smedley was drawn when there were no federal or state funds provided for school lunches. Her plan addressed the needs of children and the involvement of home, medical support, teachers, and community. We know meeting children's health and nutrition needs is a matter of morality and social responsibility. However, over the years in the minds of many decision makers, the quality of the program has related to the public dollars appropriated for the purpose and the demand for more time and money to meet requirements of a more rigorous curriculum. Both factors influence the amount of time in the school day for breakfast, physical exercise, lunch, and afternoon snacks.
While a social need may be met through legislative action, the motive for legislation is most often to address an economic need. 5 Perhaps the greatest challenges facing states and local school districts are having sufficient funding to carry out the intent of HHFKA-including time for students to be served and eat, establishing a positive social and learning environment, and for retraining school-based personnel to prepare foods from scratch and buy fresh foods. Hats off to West Virginia, where the governor on May 8 signed the Feed to Achieve Act, designed to provide free breakfast and lunch to every student in the state throughout the school year? 6 The current crises of childhood obesity, hunger, and food insecurity, and rising health care cost, exemplify social and economic crises that created the urgency for the Congress to enact the HHFKA. Most of the same conditions existed in 1946 and again in 1966 and provided stimulus for the passage of the NSLA and the CNA.
The school nutrition program-through legislation enacting the NSLA and then in 1966 the CNA and amendments to bothhas evolved from one meal a day to a comprehensive child nutrition program including the new and refined provisions of the HHFKA. It is no longer just a school lunch program but an all-day, year-round nutrition program for infants, young children, and school-aged children and youth. [7] [8] [9] The school nutrition program, often referred to as a federal program, is cooperatively funded with federal, state, and local funds. It is federally assisted and receives some state and local support including lunch payments for students who are not eligible for free meals. In a number of states, school districts receive state funds to help support school breakfasts. Cooperation between federal, state, and local governments for funding the program was a basic premise of the NSLA of 1946. To this day, that premise holds.
States are required to provide some state matching funds for school lunch programs. The matching funds help support the programs' infrastructure, and in a number of states additional state funds are provided to assist districts to support labor costs and sometimes to supplement reimbursement for all lunches. Generally, the local educational/administering agency provides support through buildings and facilities. In some places local systems support direct and some indirect costs.
The school nutrition program is operated as an integral part of the child's education day and in theory, if not fully practiced, a laboratory for students to practice healthy eating with support from lessons learned in the classroom. Learning to eat appropriately is a skill just as learning to perform other persistent life skills. 10 Not to minimize the need for basic skills in math, reading, and science, perhaps one of the most persistent life skills children need is to learn is the skill of healthy eating.
The greatest gift you can give someone is to lay down healthy eating patterns from the beginning, to find foods that are rewarding as well as healthy. (Dr David A. Kessler, 2012 11 )
The Coordinated School Health Program and Local Wellness Policies as presented in School Nutrition Programs: Challenges and Opportunities are 2 concrete examples of the recognition that school nutrition is considered an integral education function. 12 Senator Richard B. Russell, often called the "father of child nutrition" and a primary author of the NSLA, made it clear that the NSLP would be housed in education, the primary public center of education and training for school-aged children.
Never at any time during the long history of the programs could they have grown from a one-meal-a-day program to a comprehensive school nutrition program if they had operated in "relative obscurity." For each decade of the 20th century until now, there were "aha" or "moments of truth" that pointed to the value of school lunch programs and need for additions such as school breakfast, school milk, child and adult care, and summer food service programs for children's unmet needs. From 1946 to 2012, about 18 discrete programs were enacted as amendments to the NSLA and/or the CNA. 4, 5 As programs were added to meet specific needs of children and youth, they also contribute to our nation's economic and social well-being. These aha moments kept the issue of hunger and child nutrition glowing in multiple media, including the courts, print, television, and public advocacy.
The Declaration of Policy has not been changed since the NSLA was crafted in 1946. The policy states:
It is declared to be the policy of Congress, as a matter of national security; to safeguard the health and well-being of the nation's children and to encourage the domestic consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities by assisting the states through grants-in aid and other means, in providing . . . for the establishment, maintenance, operation, and expansion of nonprofit school lunch programs. (Section 2, PL. 79-396, Stat. 281, 1946 7 )
The program infrastructure was outlined in the NSLA. The Act authorized federal funding, state matching requirements, and prescribed other basic requirements including meal patterns based on tested nutrition research; program availability to all children without any discrimination of race, gender, or socioeconomic status; school would use nutritious agricultural commodities; school community involvement, food safety, and financial integrity. The law required states to match the funding that supported the program infrastructure.
Five of the "moments of truth" that received widespread attention were the War on Poverty in the 1960s; the White House Conference on Food, Nutrition and Health in 1969; the Poor Peoples March on Washington; the bipartisan Select Senate Committee on Hunger and Malnutrition, a subcommittee of the Senate Agriculture Committee; and in 1980, the publication of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA). Since their publication in 1995, nutrition standards for school lunch have followed nutrition principles of the DGA. The 2011 nutrition standards were consistent with the most recent DGAs and were recommended by an advisory committee of the Institute of Medicine. 13 These "moments of truth" inspired memorable statements such as the following:
Never let it be said of us in the sixties that we put a man on the moon and failed to put food into the mouths of hungry children. Considerable national attention from the 1960s through the 1980s focused on creating a school nutrition environment that assured all students access to healthy meals during the school day regardless of their socioeconomic status, special needs, gender, or race. The programs through the decades have been in the spotlight throughout the nation, focusing on the good and the bad of school meal programs just as we have experienced in the last few years and even currently where more people have access to expressing opinions through the venue of social media.
Only 2 of the programs established since passage of the NSLA in 1946 and CNA in 1966 have been repealed. The Nutrition Education and Training Program (1977) was repealed in 1995, and the nonfood assistance (equipment) passed in 1966 was repealed about 1981. Both programs are essential for the 4 objectives of HHFKA to reach their potential and should be included in future legislation.
The HHFKA contains a number of commendable and long-sought provisions. One of those discussed in the Hayes and Berdan article relates to ensuring appropriately trained and educated leaders and managers at all levels of the program. What is now known about the extent of obesity in children and the early onset of various adult diseases such as type 2 diabetes and hypertension indicate the need for professionals with leadership and technical skills to ensure that nutrition services are correctly available and provided. Assuring the implementation of standards for personnel is a matter of meeting both a public health need and an economic need.
The matter of staffing including quantity and quality has largely been the prerogative of local school authorities. More and more district-level and state-level personnel are registered dietitians or hold the SNS credential and/or have master's degrees-and a doctorate is becoming more prevalent among leaders in child nutrition programs. A few states including Georgia, Mississippi, and Louisiana have maintained high standards for school nutrition personnel at the state, district, and local levels.
Even now as USDA is rolling out voluminous regulations pertaining to the provisions of the HHFKA, there are concerns as to how fast this can be done and at what costs. 14 Fundamental to the implementation of the HHFKA are questions such as: How much will it cost? Who will provide the funds? How will we transition the school lunch operating system to face these issues? How do and can we retrain site-based school personnel to prepare foods from scratch when they are most often accustomed to serving preprepared foods? Do the schools have appropriate equipment? How does industry gear up to reengineer the foods sold to schools to meet the nutrition standards? 15 Will schools allow more time for students to eat the fresh fruits and vegetables encouraged with the new standards? Finally, and probably most important, what are the strategies for creating a dining environment conducive to helping students learn to eat healthy?
A major challenge for policy makers is to come to grips with the fact that child nutrition programs are an investment in the future. The return on this investment (ROI) will be recognized in a more productive work force and healthier generations. The ROI will result in lower health costs and fewer early onset chronic diseases-related to poor food habits-and greater food security for all.
Several events presented themselves in the 20th century that contributed to the growth and acceptance of a school-based nutrition program that evolved from one meal a day to a year-round, all-day child nutrition program.
None of this expansion and development could have occurred without strong leadership at every decision-making level, including both the executive and legislative branches of federal and state governments, and the commitment of education, nutrition, and public health officials and community leaders throughout the states. As noted in the article, it is and has been the largest and one of the most significant forces in meeting nutrition needs in America.
There is more visibility of the programs, as there is more visibility of hunger in America and public issues related to health, education, and chronic disease. There is more awareness of the cost of hunger and chronic diseases related to these issues. Much of this visibility or transparency is credited to the advancement of technology and social media. National awareness and not obscurity would best describe any program that over the years and to this day provides services to millions of children daily and operates in 95 000 to 100 000 schools each day.
The infrastructure for school/child nutrition programs as described by Emma Smedley in 1908 is well established and great progress has been made as the NSLP has evolved from 1946 to the present. The full circle of Smedley's ideal school lunch plan will not be completed until the provisions of the 2010 HHFKA have been fully implemented in states and local school districts. This requires recognition of the opportunities and challenges-as outlined by Hayes and Berdan-facing policy makers at every level of government as well as the program directors, operators, and managers at the state, district, and local levels. It requires strategic thinking and planning to maximize the provisions contained in the Act and the unmet opportunities contained in permanently established programs.
The HHFKA (the Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act of 2010) reflected a systematic review of all child nutrition programs, including those that are permanently authorized, and the need for reauthorizing programs set to expire. The provisions in this act will stand until 2014, when it is time for another systematic review.
The HHFKA is a compilation of amendments to the Richard B. Russell NSLA and the CNA of 1966. The amendments are incorporated into these 2 acts as integral parts of the architecture.
Think about: What will our score card look like in 2015? Will the challenges and opportunities identified in the Hayes and Barden article have been met and change reflected in school nutrition programs?
The greatest challenge in making this happen is in the will of the people. Is the American public ready to face the challenges of change identified in the HHFKA including appropriate funding and staffing at all levels? Is it willing to take advantage of this time in our nation's history to say, "Yes, we will put the needs of children first?" AJLM
